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https://www.pressofatlanticcity.com/news/breaking/new-law-means-expanded-use-of-prescribed-
burns/article_955bc917-273b-5ca6-9f5e-4fb9a6ccc9fc.html

http://matthewsarver.com/2009/07/pennsylvania-passes-prescribed-burning-act/

Changing fire policies in PA and NJ

https://www.pressofatlanticcity.com/news/breaking/new-law-means-expanded-use-of-prescribed-burns/article_955bc917-273b-5ca6-9f5e-4fb9a6ccc9fc.html
http://matthewsarver.com/2009/07/pennsylvania-passes-prescribed-burning-act/


Rx Fire as new management tool
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https://www.rollingstone.com/politics/politics-news/will-americas-worst-
wildfire-disaster-happen-in-new-jersey-34156/

Different Burning Objectives
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https://www.rollingstone.com/politics/politics-news/will-americas-worst-wildfire-disaster-happen-in-new-jersey-34156/


Different Burning Objectives



Mid-Atlantic 
Firescapes
• Large Wildland-

Urban Interface

6

• Mixed ownerships



Background: Project Objectives

• Assess community perceptions 
about Rx fire risk and impacts
• What are community perceptions 

of the costs and benefits of the fire 
management?

• What is the community 
“willingness to pay” for these 
benefits?

• Determine the ecological 
effectiveness of Rx fires 
• How does Rx fire influence the 

structure and composition of mixed 
oak forests in PA?

• How does fire frequency influence 
the composition and structure of 
mixed-oak and pine forests in the 
mid-Atlantic U.S. over longer time 
periods (60 yrs)?
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We anticipate mismatches when (and 

where) social perceptions do not match 

ecological need or impact

Ecosystem

Manager
Community



Background:  Methods

8

Focus groups with 
managers and 

FireWise groups
Recreational User 

Surveys

Monitoring and 
Modelling



Results Overview
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Monitoring: Rx fire seems 
to meet major habitat 

objectives (reduce maple 
in understory & support 
oak/hickory seedlings) 

Modeling: Repeated 
burning (5 yrs in NJ; 10-

20 yrs in PA) achieves 
restoration goals

Community Perceptions: 
Recreational users 

strongly supportive of Rx

Perceived benefits & risks: 
Differed between users and 

managers, AND between states

Largest benefit (users): tick reduction! 

Largest concern (users): wildlife mortality 

Largest manager benefit/concern:
Reduce/Increase risk of fire spread

Modeling user benefits 
with time since fire:

Find FRI that matches 
forest condition to user 

benefit



Matching perceived benefits to post-fire 
conditions
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Optimal FRI = 2-
5 years

Optimal FRI = 
10-20 years

User Benefits: (increased) Visibility, (reduced) Hazard, (increased) Habitat quality

Forest conditions with time since fire: Canopy base height, Severe fire flame length, 
pine/oak basal area



Implications for policy
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(1) Multi-level “Landscape burning”

Coordination of 
burning at 

landscape scales 
must consider 

trade-offs  between 
barriers and 

opportunities…
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“There are transportation, 
communication, AT&T cables, 
cellular sites...gas lines. Lines 
going from America to Europe 
underneath the ocean. […]
billions of dollars, and 
conceivably if we have a major 
fire or a series of major fires 
that can disrupt a lot of things, 
not just in New Jersey but 
probably throughout the 
whole country...”

"[other managers] are charged 
with pine snakes or raptors or 
bats or plants, and they are 
managing it by the square 
feet, not recognizing the 
landscape level approach […] 
and they are inflexible with 
that." 

"We are running into more and more issues now 
as different groups moving into New Jersey, 
retirement people and/or other people that are 
not familiar with the burning.” 

“I think what they think of when they think of 
fire is in California. They think of those major 
fires. What we try to distill in our 
conservation with them is that it doesn’t take 
a major fire, an acre could destroy your 
house.”

“if we save one home 
or saved one firefighter 
from having to go to 
that home, it’s worth it, 
for that firefighter’s 
life.”  

Infrastructure

Care

Institutional 
Objectives

Experience & 
Education

Mental image 
of the West

…Barriers and Opportunities occur at multiple levels 
(landscape, community, individual)
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(2) Enhancing capacity and standards 
for Rx fire on private lands

• Liability protections 

• Authorizations (who can:
write a burn plan,
approve a burn plan,
boss a burn)

• Burn education
programs and
workshops

• Determining the 
‘market’, cost-
share/incentives
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(3) Recognize tradeoffs among management 
goals (e.g., Habitat restoration vs. Carbon stock)
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(4) Smoke, Safety, and COVID-19
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https://www.doi.gov/wildlandfire/wildfires-covid-19

https://www.doi.gov/wildlandfire/wildfires-covid-19


Fire and COVID-19

• What are the best strategies for reducing infectious 
disease spread in fire fighting communities?

• Can management objectives be met with reduced
capacity (funds, personnel)?

• Should fuels reduction work be reduced around 
communities at risk  (e.g., elderly communities)?

• Will attitudes toward Rx fire change in light of 
COVID-19 smoke risk?  

• Do communities understand how managers
manage smoke?
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Conclusions

1) Long-term, extensive ecological monitoring necessary to 
ensure ecological goals are met in mid-Atlantic ecosystems

2) Develop multi-level “landscape burning” strategy (individual 
values + community + agency)

3) Continued monitoring of community acceptance (attitudes 
can shift, e.g. during a pandemic!)

4) Enhance manager capacity and flexibility is needed to meet 
ecological objectives, maintain community relationships, 
expand to private land areas, and adapt to changing socio-
environmental landscapes
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